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VERDICT RETURNED IN ALIEN
SMUGGLING CONSPIRACY CASE

PH OENIX, ARIZ O NA -- Th e  United State s  Attorney’s O ffice  for th e  District of Arizona

announced that on December 16, 2003, Luis Carlos Leon-Mendez, w as found guilty of H arboring Illegal

Alien and Conspiracy to H arbor Illegal Aliens by a federal jury at Ph oenix, Arizona.  Leon-Mendez’s

th re e  co-defendants, Jose Angel Rangel-Quinone s , Pastor Sauceda-Lopez and Joel Saul Acosta-Ch avez

all h ad previously pled guilty to sm uggling ch arge s  and are  aw aiting s entencing.

Th e  evidence  at trial s h ow ed th at a group of approxim ately 15 Mexican nationals contracted

to be brough t to th e  United State s  for $1500 each .  Th e ir fe e s  w ere  to be paid once th ey reach ed th e ir final

destination.  Sauceda-Lopez, guided th e  group th rough  th e de s ert th en drove th em  to a stas h  h ouse in

Ph oenix, w h e re  h e  left th em  w ith  a guard.  Th e  next day, a group of arm ed m en forced entry into th e

stas h  h ous e  and k idnapped th e  group of undocum ented aliens, tak ing th em  at gunpoint to a s econd

location, an apartm ent at 4023 W . H adley Stre et in Ph oenix.  W h en th ey arrived at th e  apartm ent, th e

aliens saw  tw o  m en believed to be oth er sm ugglers w h o h ad been tied up, blindfolded and beaten.  Th e

aliens w ere  k ept all togeth er in one bedroom  for approxim ately one w e e k  and h ad to as k  perm is s ion to
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use  th e  bath room  or get w ater.  Th ey w ere  guarded by Acosta-Ch avez, and w ere  th reatened th at if th e ir

fam ilie s  didn’t pay th e ir sm uggling fee s  im m ediately to th e  sm ugglers in Ph oenix th at th ey w ould be left

in th e de s ert or h ave a h and or foot cut off.  

O n August 11, 2003, Leon-Mendez, along w ith  R angel-Quinone s  and Sauceda-Lopez, cam e

to th e  apartm ent and pick ed up a fam ily w h os e  sm uggling fee s  pre sum ably h ad been paid.  Th ey all cam e

into th e  bedroom  w h ere  th e  aliens w ere being k ept, and th e  aliens observed th em  all to h ave h andguns.

Just after th ey arrived, Ph oenix Police also arrived at th e  apartm ent because  of a call th ey rece ived from

relatives  of som e  of th e  aliens being h eld captive.  O fficers positioned th em s elves around th e  apartm ent

and observed Leon-Mendez and th re e  oth er H ispanic m ales e scort th e  fam ily out of th e  apartm ent to a

w aiting blue Th underbird sedan.  O fficers  th en arre sted th e  four suspects (later identified as Leon-Mendez

and h is  co-defendants) and s ecured th e  15 aliens w h o w ere  in th e  car and inside th e  apartm ent, som e  of

w h ich  re quired m edical attention for deh ydration.  Th e defendant te stified at trial th at h e  h ad sim ply m et

Rangel-Quinone s  and Sauceda-Lopez th at day in a park  and gave th em  a ride  to th e  apartm ent, but never

w ent ins ide th e  apartm ent. H ow ever, th e  aliens w h o h ad been h eld captive at th e  apartm ent te stified at trial

th at th ey h ad s e en Leon-Mendez and th e  oth ers  ins ide th e  apartm ent both  on August 11th  and on s everal

oth er occas ions prior to th at day, w ith  each  oth er and w ith  s everal oth er sm ugglers w h o w ere  not pre s ent

w h en th e  four suspects w ere  arre sted.  

During subsequent searches of the suspects and the apartment, officers and immigration agents

discovered three firearms and other evidence of a smuggling operation having been run out of the apartment,

including wire transfer records, numerous cell phones, and a shrine that had been erected to a saint who has

been adopted by alien smugglers as their patron saint. 
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The case was tried before United States District Court Judge Earl H. Carroll on December 9,

2003 through December 16, 2003.  The defendant is being held pending sentencing which is scheduled

to take place on March 1, 2003.   Defendant faces a maximum sentence of ten years in prison and a

maximum fine of $250,000 on both charges.  The investigation leading to the guilty verdict was

conducted by the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement.  The prosecution is being handled

by Mary Beth Phillips, Assistant United States Attorney, District of Arizona, Phoenix, Arizona.
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